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CHAPTERil 
FOUR STAFFORD COUNTY SCHOOLS 
On Sunday, June 26, 1994, Laurabel Simpson granted an interview in her home in 
Stafford, Kansas. Particular attention was paid to the years 1940 through 1948. During 
this time she taught in four different one-room schoolhouses in Stafford County. The 
teaching expectations, student activities, curricula, and f acllities were very similar in all of 
the Stafford County schools. 
The basic expectations and duties for a 1940's country school teacher involved 
teaching writing, reading, arithmetic, and keeping order. The teacher also cleaned the 
schoolhouse and outhouses, started the beating system, and prepared the school for use by 
community groups. The teacher also comprised the medical emergency staff. There was 
often no way to get help. 
Laurabel signed her fll'St eight month contract in 1940 for $70.00 dollars a month. 
Preparation for her job involved one year of college training. At the conclusion of her year 
of school, she earned a thirty hour teaching certificate. The certificate was good for two 
years and then more hours were required. Traditionally, extra hours came in the form of 
summer school or night classes. Many teachers, like Laurabel, attended only one full year 
of college. It was not uncommon for teachers to feel ill equipped to face a classroom of 
children. One teacher was expected to educate children in all eight grades. 
lbere were a variety of ways to handled budgetary concerns. Some school boards 
allowed the teacher to manipulate available funds at her discretion. More commonly, 
budgets remained a mystery to the teacher. As needs arose, the teacher took the request to 
the school board. Discussion ensued as to whether or not the request was valid. 
Occasionally the teacher would purchase items and then seek reimbursement for the cost. 
If the board paid for them, the teacher left the supplies at the school when she changed 
jobs. If no reimbursement was granted, those supplies belonged to the teacher. 
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Textbook purchases were the responsibility of the student. Local stores stocked the 
state adopted texts and students bought the books before school began. Papers and 
writing utensils were also provided by the students. 
Codes of conduct were not uncommon for country schoolhouse teachers. Wedding 
vows were a sure way to lose your teaching contract. During the Depression, many couples 
bid their marriages so the bride would not lose her job. World War D helped make 
married teachers legitimate. 
Teachers were required to attend county institutes. The purpose of these yearly 
meetings was to pick up teaching supplies for the year and listen to an educational 
speaker. 
The school year began after Labor Day and ended in late April. The state required 
160 days of attendance. County schools went to school for eight months. Laurabel 
commented that different school boards bad different priorities concerning attendance. 
Some boards were very strict while others would bring a jeep and take the entire school 
coyote bunting. 
The school day normally began at 9:00 A.M. and ended at 4:00 P.M Since there 
were no clocks in the school, the teacher's wrist watch was the ultimate time authority. A 
band bell called the children in from recess. Noon recess was a much anticipated event. 
The usual activity centered on a lively softball game. Laurabel felt strongly about 
participating in noon activities. This time with the students revealed many things that 
might not have been shared in another setting. Organized physical education classes did 
not exist. The children got their exercise by playing games like softball, kick-the-can, and 
crack-the-whip. Biking was a popular mean of student transportation during the 
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Depression so the students often held bike races as well. One of Laurabel's schools had an 
unfinished basement that the students used for winter roller skating. This was the only 
recess activity in which Laurabel did not participate. The students also looked forward to 
the reading time after noon recess. To aUow everyone time for a much needed rest, 
Laurabel chose good books to read while the students rested at their desks. Moby Dick 
and Little Women came alive through Miss Hildebrand's voice. 
State adopted textbooks determined the curriculum. Classrooms traditionally 
contained a globe and a set of world maps. No library or audiovisual supplies were 
available to supplement textbook material. Subjects taught included penmanship, English, 
math, reading, geography, U.S. history, agriculture, Kansas history, and health. No 
official science curriculum existed. Laura be I felt fortunate she bad a solid science 
background in high school. This knowledge helped her design hands-on science activities 
for her students. Music and art appeared many places throughout the day. It was not 
uncommon for teachen to feel their time and talents were spread very thin to cover so 
much material at so many different grade levels. 
Student discipline in the 1940's was much different from today. Laurabel felt there 
were fewer maladjusted children and greater parental support. She viewed classroom 
discipline as established rules that facilitated an educational environment. The school was 
like one big family. Most students bad at least one sibling attending school as weU. H 
someone got in trouble at school, he bad to drive a bard bargain on the way home to buy 
silence. Good and bad news usually traveled home on two feet. Parents reinforced 
discipline and the teacher could usually count on total disciplinary support from home. If 
a student got into trouble at school, he was also in trouble at home. Farm kids lillen'. 
responsibility. Morals, values and good citizenship began at home. The school's role was 
simply a matter of reinforcement. 
The four Stafford County school facilities were very similar. Each school bad one 
classroom, complete with a blackboard on one wall, a set of world maps, a globe, and 
student desks. All copies had to be made by hand. The teacher wrote on the blackboard 
and students copied information down on their paper. Laura be I also had a hectograph. 
This instrument allowed her to make more than one copy off an original. A shallow pan 
contained a gelatinous material covered with purple ink. Copy paper was laid on top of 
the pan. Hopefully, the gelatin retained enough ink to print a copy. 
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None of the school buildings bad running water except for a pump located just 
outside the door. For drinking, students brought their own tin cups with names on them. 
One wash pan served the needs of all. In the winter, the wash pan was filled in the 
morning and set by the beating stove. Outhouses were necessary structures for personal 
needs. Some schools bad only one, necessitating the use of a trusted look-out for whomever 
was inside the facility. Teacher and students both helped with cleaning the outhouses. 
Nooe of the four schools bad an electrical supply. Lanterns were used for night 
activities. No Christmas lights, slide or movie projectors could be used. Telephone service 
was another nonexistent luxury. If an emergency arose during school, help was slow in 
coming. A student had to run to the nearest home to get assistance. At one of Laurabel's 
schools, a fint grade girl fell out of a swing and landed in a mud puddle. No phone was 
available to contact parents for clean underclothes. With creativity that is directly 
proportional to years of teaching experience, Laurabel fashioned some underpants from 
cleaning rags for the little girl to wear. The muddy clothes were washed and bung 
discreetly in the outhouse to dry with no one the wiser. 
Heating systems in the first two schoolhouses operated by burning coal. These 
stoves required coal to be carried and shoveled into the hopper. On several occasions, 
Laurabel was fortunate enough to have a willing and able-bodied young student who 
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gladly took over the stove duty. In the evening Laurabel banked the fire, closed the draft, 
and crossed her fingers hoping the coals would stay bot for the morning f1re. Oil furnaces 
that were much easier to maintain warmed her last two schools. Climate control in warm 
weather consisted of opening classroom windows. 
The one-room schoolhouse teacher used a variety of teaching methodologies, 
perhaps more by accident than design. Laurabel mentioned the term "survival" many 
times during the interview. Teachers were creative problem solvers "making do" with 
whatever was available to them. To widen the students social interaction with other 
children, several country schools would plan events together. There were mutual 
Halloween parties, softball tournaments, and track meets. Spelling and geography bees 
provided spirited academic competitions. Transportation was often a problem and 
teachers used their own vehicles to trans( er students for special events. While Laurabel 
taught at Peace Creek, one of the parents supplied her with a car to use as a school vehicle. 
Children with special needs were a concern to country school teachers. The needs 
of each child could be addressed especially if there was only one child in the class. The 
teacher could assign the maximum she felt the student could handle successfully. Laurabel 
never retained a student from passing to the next grade. She did experience some pressure 
from a board member early in her career regarding retention and promotion. She had 
two second grade girls in her school The fair skinned student was bright and had no 
difficulty with her lessons. The other student was dark skinned and was not as sharp 
academically. A member of the board of education approached her and explained that it 
just wouldn't be right to promote both students. He told her to retain the black student. 
Laurabel refused to be part of what she called "sad and narrow thinking." She did not 
return to teach in that school the following year. 
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Laurabel's strategies to challenge bright students had their roots in teacher survival 
once again. She used these children to help the younger ones with their lessons. The 
younger students got special attention that she as the teacher had no time to give. She 
provided a corner where the students could "play school" and teach each other. This was 
a favorite activity. Laurabel provided "extenders" for those who completed their work 
ahead of schedule. These activities were fun extensions of the regular lessons. She felt 
there was always some student out there who knew more about something than the teacher 
dJd, and it was her job to fmd out what that "something" was. She discovered one 
student's fascination with uniforms of the Civil War. She used his expertise and 
knowledge to produce a play about the soldiers of the war, complete with costumes. 
Laurabel also held the philosophy that there ought to be something fun for each student 
each day. With twinkling eyes she said, "If school is just a dull, dull thing every day, why 
would anyone want to go?" 
Laurabel's discussion of 1940's classroom techniques sounded very familiar. Many 
of the tried and true strategies employed by country school teachers paralleled strategies 
regarded as "on the cutting edge" of current educational methodologies. New terminology 
attached to old practices included cooperative learning, peer tutoring, and mastery 
learning. Preteaching and reteaching techniques were inherent in the one-room setting as 
older students reviewed previous lessons with younger children, and the younger ones were 
introduced to future concepts. Benchmarks existed with eighth grade uams. Competency 
was required before a student progressed along his educational continuum. Teacher 
concern was apparent when a student did not dJsplay competency, especially in readJng. 
Lack of reading proficiency in her college students caused concern for Laurabel's cousin. 
In the summer of 1949, she enrolled in a class at the University of Chicago and learned 
how to deal with the problem. 
Another familiar refrain in Laurabel's discussion involved "state adopted 
curricular guidelines." The pendulum moved back to successful techniques of the past. In 
the 1990's, guidelines delineated by the state legislature, influenced school improvement 
plans at the local level. 
Laurabel Hildebrand Simpson influenced many lives. Her greatest reward from 
her forty-four years of teaching involved returning students who reminisced and shared 
memories of their school years and Laurabel's teaching. Why did Laurabel teach? 
"I wanted to help kids make a difference. I liked to look at a class 
and dream about what they might become. You know, Abe Lincoln's teacher 
left because be felt there were no children of promise in that school No 
one remembers the teacher's name, but everyone knows Mr. Lincoln. 
I have a story. Once there was a caravan going through the desert. It 
was pitch dark. A shot rang out and a voice said "Halt! Get off your 
camels. Reach down and fill your pockets with whatever is at your feet. 
In the morning, you will be both happy and sad." They did as they were 
instructed. In the morning, expecting to find sand in their pockets, they 
instead found jewels. They were indeed both happy and sad- happy it 
was jewels, but sad they hadn't taken more. Education is like that story. 
It is the privilege of every teacher to convince children that education is 
more precious than jewels." 
Laurabel gave a tremendous gift to her students. She instilled in them an 
appreciation of llf e-long learning. Teachers of her caliber made teaching a noble 
profession that truly touched the future. 
